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Humor is common and pervasive both in terms of length of human history and of 
width of everyday life. With language as its most important carrier, humor, especially 
verbal humor, has recently roused great interest out of linguists, leading to the 
emergence of abundant significant linguistic theories on humor since the 1980s, and 
on the other hand, theoretical fruits of various branches of linguistics have been 
exploited and incorporated in the interpretation of humor. Benefiting from these 
studies, this paper is an attempt to investigate verbal humor comprehension with 
resort to several distinguished linguistic theories. 
For humor understanding, it is believed that one of the most central issues is how 
human cognition works or operates to get the humorousness out of a text. This thesis, 
aimed to be cognitively oriented, probes into the general cognitive or mental 
procedures during one’s reception and interpretation of humorous texts. Previous 
views upon humor are critically inherited from both traditional humor theories and 
modern ones, such as Incongruity Theory, Frame-shifting Theory, etc.; while on the 
other side, inspiring theories from cognitive linguistics are borrowed and explored for 
their explanatory power for the cognitive processes of humor understanding, namely 
Relevance Theory and Conceptual Blending Theory. Incongruity, to certain extent, 
essentially differs humor from other types of discourses, Relevance Theory provides 
the overall principle—relevance—for communication, and Conceptual Blending 
Theory demonstrates the basic way of mental operation for meaning 
construction—conceptual blending. Yet while profoundly enlightening, each single 
theory is limited in their own capability to illustrate humor understanding thoroughly 
and penetratingly. Considering their common grounds, an integrated 
relevance-blending approach is proposed, and a Dynamic Relevance-blending Model 
is worked out around incongruity-resolution for illustrating humor understanding, 
which, by case studies, is proved to be feasible and valid. 














selects, in accordance with inputted stimulators and the principle of maximal 
relevance, a proper context and establishes a first interpretation (the target assumption) 
through conceptual blending; at the second stage when the punch line enters, 
conceptual blending and the principle of relevance give rise to an exclusive 
interpretation (the key assumption) which clashes with the first but conforms to the 
whole text. The clash is then resolved by the acceptance of the key assumption and 
the realization of the speaker’s intention to fool the hearer with the two incongruous 
interpretations, from which humorous effects will be gained. Yet there are also 
occasions where humorousness fails to be successfully interpreted due to factors such 
as culture, education, profession and so on.  
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Humor is so familiar to us that we encounter it now and then in everyday life, 
with little difficulty understanding it; humor is also unfamiliar to us that we may get it 
but probably without any idea of how we render the humorousness and why we 
cannot help laughing, most of the time at least, if not always. Yet this is exactly what 
leads to the constant devotion of scholars to humor research, and it is the hope of 
uncovering the mysteries that makes their efforts, undergoing efforts and future efforts 
well worth it. 
1. Research background  
Humor, as a word, has its origin to be dated back and is said to be derived from 
ancient Latin word “humour” which means certain liquid in human body, while its 
Chinese equivalence “幽默” didn’t exist until the 1920s when Mr. Lin Yutang coined 
it as the translation of the English word “humor”. However, this is far from indicating 
that Chinese people had no humor (the reference of the morpheme) before nor that the 
British people did not know how to be humorous before the word came. Rather, 
humor is believed to have a history as long as that of human languages or even of 
human beings, the very origins of which are probably beyond the detailed historical 
records. In other words, where there are human and culture, there is humor. 
 As a phenomenon concerning wit, emotion, feeling, communication and so on, 
humor has been a preferable and promising object in various fields of academic 
research. Humor has been traditionally studied from such perspectives as physiology, 
psychology, rhetoric, literature etc. leading to the emergence of three well-known 
traditional humor theories, namely Superiority Theory, Release Theory and 
Incongruity Theory, with Incongruity Theory playing a leading role in modern 
psychological study of humor and being “the most influential theory among 
researches on humor and laughter” (Raskin, 1985: 32-33). Since language serves as 















“despite the long history of research on language and humor, it is not until the late 
1970s that linguists acquired a role among the central players of humor research, 
which were traditionally psychologists, sociologists, and philosophers” (Attardo, 1997: 
395), and before that, “it would have been fair to say that linguistics had mainly 
stayed away from humor, with the notable exception of puns” (Attardo, 2003: 1287).  
“What changed things around was the appearance of Raskin’s semantic-script 
theory of humor” (Ibid: 1287) in 1985 which is the first humor theory based on 
linguistics. Thanks to the rapid development of semantics, pragmatics, cognitive 
science etc. around the late 1970s and early 1980s, humor study has attracted 
extensive attention from various areas and gained a strong momentum for 
development ever since. International meetings began to convene regularly along with 
the publishing of many influential monographs upon humor. Furthermore, the 
academic humor-specific journal Humor: International Journal of Humor Research 
broke ground in 1988 (Bright, 1992: 181), the International Society for Humor 
Studies (ISHS), with members from all over the world, was founded in 1989, and the 
22nd Conference of ISHS was just held in June 2010 in City University of Hong 
Kong. There are even calls among scholars for the establishment of the so-called 
“humorology” as an independent discipline. While offering a stage for penetrating 
insights upon humor getting expressed, communicated and debated, all these factors 
contribute greatly to the thriving and flourishing of humor study, especially that in the 
sphere of linguistics.   
Some scholars investigated the producing side of humorous languages. Hancher 
(1980) illustrated joke creating with the aid of Speech Act Theory. Attardo (1990, 
1993) analyzed humors resulting from violating Grice’s communication Maxims. 
Oaks (1994) searched the syntactic and wording means for creating semantic 
ambiguity in jokes. Ritchie (1999, 2001, 2004) worked over humor production from 
the viewpoint of computational linguistics.  
Many other researches and proposals concerned humor understanding, among 
which there are Semantic-Script Theory of Humor (SSTH) in Raskin (1985), General 
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